CHINA CYCLE

seat of the Hupeh Provincial Government. Back on the north
side again, where the Han river joins the Yangtse (Han Kow
means " Mouth of the Han ") is the third and smallest city,
Hanyang, which consists of ironworks and one very long
rambling street.

About the first thing that happens to the young cigarette
merchant is to be told to " get out on the market ". This
means trudging through the hot crowded streets, saying hullo
to, and perhaps taking a cup of tea with, the dealers, chatting
to the wayside hawkers, checking prices always and keeping
an eye open for any significant change in the popularity of
our own and our competitors' brands. The cigarette trade in
China is very active and very complex and a foreign company
has to be wide awake if it is to hold its own against the numerous
Chinese companies. At that time a big proportion of our busi-
ness was done, in the last instance, in piece-lots ; that is to say,
a hawker with a tray or stand by the wayside would sell
cigarettes one at a time to the passers-by. A Chinese dollar
was worth one shilling and threepence and there were from
600 to 800 coppers to a dollar, the exchange rate varying from
town to town and month to month. In one town the standard
copper coin might be worth five " coppers " or fifty " cash " ;
in the next, worth only two coppers or twenty cash ; and it
makes all the difference, in China, if you can sell cigarettes at
one for a copper when your competitors are asking three coppers
for two. The turnover was enormous, and the competition
among the bigger dealers reached a murderous pitch. At one
time they were buying a case of 50,000 cigarettes from us, and
selling it at one dollar less than they paid us because they
could dispose of the empty tin-lined case "for $1.50 ! All this,
by the way, among our own dealers, fighting not against our
rivals but among themselves. A Chinese family does not cost
very much to maintain, but a profit of 7$d. on 50,000 cigarettes
was overdoing it. Several of them went bankrupt, and after-
wards perhaps they were a little more sensible. All this is
intended to give some idea of what I was actually doing in
China, and of the terrifying sensitiveness of the market in which
we were dealing. A shortening of the copper exchange, due
to the demands for cash after the harvest was in, might put
one of our staple brands out of its correct price-class overnight.
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